Screening donor blood for malaria by polymerase chain reaction.
In countries where malaria is endemic, its transmission is a hazard of blood transfusion. The microscopical and immunological methods in current use for malaria diagnosis are unsatisfactory for low levels of parasitaemia in blood donations. The polymerase chain reaction (PCR) can be 100-fold more sensitive than thick blood film examination when appropriate primers are used and can detect and distinguish Plasmodium falciparum and P. vivax in a single tube. A study of 1506 blood donations in Ho Chi Minh City (3 of which were positive) suggests that PCR can provide an effective screen for P. falciparum under local conditions. Studies in a region of Viet Nam where malaria is common showed that PCR detects many more cases of low-level parasitaemia (19/30) than thick blood films (4/30).